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Woolf's Short Stories as a Paradoxical and Dynamic Space By defining in her essays the short story as an impersonal art of proportion and emotion, Woolf puts together terms that seem to jar with each other. Proportion suggests symmetry, balance, some form of rational organisation at odds with emotion, which is generally connected with excess, passion and intensity, the very opposites of rationality. Similarly, impersonality suggests an absence of personal involvement, an "extinction of personality" in T. S. Eliot's words, 1 and therefore a lack of emotion or at least, an attempt at depersonalisation and at erasing emotion or keeping emotion under control.
By bringing these apparently contradictory notions together, Woolf implicitly defines the short story in terms of tension, that is, of simultaneous opposition and connection, in other words as a paradoxical or oxymoronic form combining contraries. The dialectics of proportion, impersonality and emotion are what we are going to address now, confronting Woolf's "theory" with her practice and analysing the story-telling process in an attempt at delineating Woolf's short story more accurately.
Transmuting the story-telling process
The variety of Woolf's short stories is a challenge and seems to preclude any overall reading. However, there are some recurrent features worth thinking about and analysing to highlight the writer's storytelling process. Using such a term as story-telling obviously suggests Woolf tells stories in her short stories, which seems to go against her essays and novels where she repeatedly denounces story-telling as
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well as the plot that is at the heart of it. In her early essay, "Modern Fiction", she vigourously derides the misplaced labour of the writer who "seems constrained, not by his own free will but by some powerful and unscrupulous tyrant who has him in thrall, to provide a plot, to provide comedy, tragedy, love interest, and an air of probability embalming the whole so impeccable [sic] that if all his figures were to come to life they would find themselves dressed down to the last button of their coats in the fashion of the hour" (Essays IV: 160). And she yearns for a type of literature where "there would be no plot, no comedy, no tragedy, no love interest or catastrophe in the accepted style, and perhaps not a single button sewn on as the Bond Street tailors would have it" (160). And down to her last novel, she will denounce plot: "Don't bother about the plot: the plot's nothing".
2 However, when we come to her short stories, we cannot help noticing that she keeps telling stories: the story of the duchess and the jeweller, the story of Mabel and her new dress, the story of Minnie Marsh or Milly Masters, the story of Gipsy the mongrel, etc. The question is whether those stories match the conventional definition of what a story and its plot are. The terms "story" and "plot" are defined by E. M. Forster in Aspects of the Novel in the following way: "We have defined a story as a narrative of events arranged in their time-sequence. A plot is also a narrative of events, the emphasis falling on causality. 'The king died and then the queen died' is a story. 'The king died, and then the queen died of grief' is a plot".
3 I would like to show that in her short stories, even more clearly than in her novels, Woolf does not so much discard the notions of story and story-telling as re-appropriates them by transmuting them in many different ways. And because she reappropriates and redefines the "story" and "story-telling", I will argue, as I already did in Chapter 1, although for different reasons, that the term "short story" should be retained to refer to her own short texts.
From the fragment to the whole: the associative method
The paradigmatic moment When we browse through Woolf's short stories, we can see that she writes about a few days in John's life ("Solid Objects"), one day on the slopes of Mount Pentelicus ("A Dialogue upon Mount Pentelicus"), a few hours spent by various guests at Mrs Dalloway's party ("The New
